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AN UNCOMMON WOMAN:  ALISON SNOW JONES 
UNLEASHED! 
  
By Nancy E. Epstein, Lauren J. Bruce, David Pinney, and Meredith Jones Frost 
  
The Way It Is 
  
There’s a thread you follow. It goes among 
things that change.  But it doesn’t change. 
People wonder about what you are pursuing. 
You have to explain about the thread. 
But it is hard for others to see. 
While you hold it you can’t get lost. 
Tragedies happen; people get hurt 
or die; and you suffer and get old. 
Nothing you do can stop time’s unfolding. 
You don’t ever let go of the thread. 
  
-William Stafford 
  
Alison was like a diamond; truly unique in her brilliant multi-faceted array of talents, brains, 
passions and skills.  Everyone who participated in developing this memorial book commented first 
on her brilliance. She was a scholar, a top notch statistician, an innovative researcher, a popular 
blogger about economics and ethics, an exceedingly competent horsewoman and boater, a 
tremendous cook and baker, someone who loved a good time with others and always a fighter for 
justice. She was extremely smart, able to form very complex, deep ideas and had an uncommon 
ability to communicate them easily and effectively to others, including the public.   
  
Who was Alison, and what were the threads that ran through her life - through her worlds of 
academia, research, teaching, blogging, boating, dealing with cancer and her life, overall? She was 
passionate, she was competitive, she was funny, she loved being outdoors, she was devoted to a 
healthy work-life balance, and she loved her family and friends. She fought the status quo; always 
striving for what she felt was right or needed.  She was dedicated to social justice and willing to 
confront.  When being told as a young girl that she could look forward to a career as a teacher or a 
nurse, she knew that life would be hell on earth if she was confined to those narrow choices.  She 
knew life had broader horizons, struck off for them and successfully achieved them. 
  
Alison had the ability to take people in as whole human beings, flaws and all, and she had many 
friends.  She saw the value in each person as the thread that runs through all human beings. She 
easily made friends with people of all different beliefs, religious, political and otherwise, and drew 
out their finer qualities.  
She loved God.  She was moved by rituals but struggled mightily with the church; exploring different 
paths that led to truth.  She experienced God as beyond the boundaries of the church.  She felt God 
flow through her.  She knew that she could unburden her troubles to God, even when she was 
angry at Him.  In her personal writings, she shared an overpowering sense of how good life is. When 
she faced life-threatening cancer, she wrote that the notion of the Kingdom of Heaven was no 
comfort; she was committed to the Kingdom of God right here on earth.  
  
Alison was passionately committed to making her work as an economist pertinent in the real world. 
In the two years prior to her death, those passions, literally, were unleashed in her blog writings 
where she benefited from the safety and wide-ranging freedom afforded by a pseudonym.  Her blog 
was a place to freely express her ideas about social justice in an uninhibited format.  
  
Having survived a severe life-threatening cancer diagnosis, pushing back against the ivory tower and 
what she perceived as the dominant boys’ club of economics, “Maxine Udall: Girl Economist” 
grabbed a voice stronger than Alison’s own and cut loose. Maxine was able to take the economics 
establishment to task around ethics and social justice in sharp contrast to the conferences from 
which Alison would return home deeply frustrated about how her economics colleagues spoke in 
tired complex abstracts.  She railed about how new ideas were shot down by a small cadre of what 
she called “small-thinking people”, who she identified as predominantly men. Out of this frustration 
and the deep need to speak her truth, Alison gave birth to “Maxine Udall, Girl Economist”.  
  
The name Maxine Udall was a take-off from economist-speak of “Maximum Utility”.  Alison used a 
pseudonym because she was afraid to use her real name.  She believed that her ideas were 
sufficiently radical and progressive to alienate a broad section of her economics colleagues. Of 
course, anyone in such a position might be afraid of being fired and afraid that no one would take 
her work seriously as a researcher if they knew of her blog.  Alison’s husband, David Pinney, 
believes that as she became more confident and secure in writing her blog, she would likely have 
“come out” to the world and identified herself as Maxine.  
  
The blog also became Alison’s place to share her deepest ideas as well as write creatively about her 
views, share her essays, including relevant stories about her family, her life and her poetry.  She was 
unleashed as an economist and subsequently so was the creative writer inside her.  With her blog, 
she became an even more prolific creative writer; truly becoming the writer she always knew she 
was and wanted to be.  She was living the path with a heart and truly at the height of her life and 
her career when she died suddenly on January 17, 2010.   
 
 
Her Biography 
Alison was born on January 27, 1949 in Indiana, Pennsylvania to Elias D. and Jean Snow Jones. Her 
father, known as “Ki”, worked in the Jones family furniture store. Her mother was a housewife. She 
was an excellent student and distinguished herself academically even in kindergarten. She also 
developed a love of horses early on and found a local farmer who was willing to let her and her 
friend Laurie ride his horses. Every day during their childhood summers, they would ride their bikes 
over country roads out of town to ride the horses. This love led Alison to become a competitive 
horsewoman. She competed successfully for many years in three-day events, dressage, stadium 
jumping, and cross-country courses.  When she decided to get her PhD in 1983, she gave up 
competing and sold her horse to pay her first year’s tuition at Johns Hopkins University.  
Alison majored in Health Economics and excelled in applied econometrics and statistics. She was 
elected to Phi Beta Kappa and Delta Omega and won the Hume award for the best dissertation in 
the school’s Department of Health Policy and Management.  She graduated in 1991 and struggled 
to figure out how her work could reflect who she was rather than who she was trained to be. In 
1996, she took a personal sabbatical, wrote a book of poetry, learned to whitewater kayak, and 
spent a lot of time, as she says in her own words “conversing with God and exploring her own 
spiritual journey”. Her spiritual journey was of primary importance to her throughout her life, and 
she continually considered going to seminary. Upon returning from her sabbatical sojourn, she 
started working in the areas of alcohol and economics and domestic violence research, both of 
which captured her longtime interest in vulnerable populations. 
  
Alison joined the faculty of Wake Forest University School of Medicine in Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina in 2001, and she and Dave bought and fixed up a small bungalow; a style of house she 
dearly loved. While there, she was also able to launch a program to train faith leaders how to 
respond meaningfully to domestic violence and offer necessary sanctuary and spiritual support to 
their congregants and citizens.  Domestic violence represented one vitally important area where 
she integrated her many loves, interests and passions, and this was something she long dreamed of 
doing. The training ultimately led to citizen action and a city march down the streets of Winston-
Salem, much like an anti-war rally. Alison couldn’t have been more proud!  
  
Alison took up white water kayaking in the mid-nineties and met her husband, Dave Pinney, in 1996 
at the Monocacy Canoe Club. She invited him over to read her poetry and talk about writing.  They 
were married in March of 1999.  For their honeymoon that summer, they paddled the Middle Fork 
of the Salmon River in Idaho with a large group of friends.  Alison and Dave shared a love of running 
rivers, being outside, physical adventure and exploring their mutual love of nature, great writing 
and poetry. 
They made great friends, traveled and continued to boat in the mountains of western North 
Carolina.   Dave reported that they often paddled the Nantahala River where there were wonderful 
waves on which one could play at the take-out. Alison would often surf those waves in her kayak, 
and he’d hear her singing songs she'd make up about her boat and about being on the water. She 
would beam while doing it; unconscious of anyone looking or listening. 
She had dreams of rivers, being in control on them as well as out of control. The dreams always 
were meaningful to her. Alison found boating a great way of stripping away the crazy extra baggage 
that so many professionals carry around. On a challenging river, she had to focus at all times on 
being present. In many ways, boating was an extension of her horse days: it required the same 
necessary skill acquisition, the same focus on the immediate moment, the same kind of competitive 
stimulation, and it allowed her to be outdoors. 
  
In 2003, just a few years after marrying Dave and moving to North Carolina, Alison received a 
diagnosis of non-Hodgkin lymphoma and began a painfully intense journey of surgery and 
chemotherapy. She beat the cancer, but the chemotherapy drugs badly damaged her heart. During 
the chemotherapy, she and Dave bought a tandem canoe, and Dave would paddle her down easy 
rivers.  Her writings at the time were deeply spiritual reflecting her anger and her love of God.  She 
wrote, “God can take the anger.  Give it to Him.”  
  
She stated in an email to Rabbi Nancy Epstein, this book’s primary editor, that, as a result of having 
cancer, she realized that she was tired of just doing research and wanted to do “more writing that 
was relevant to health policy.” She wanted to focus her work on spirituality and health and get 
more spirituality into her economics work. She was very interested in complementary and 
alternative medicine (CAM) and wanted to do research on spirituality and health.  She served on a 
CAM Task Force at Wake Forest University and worked to develop two doctoral courses.  The first 
was for a PhD program that trained CAM researchers in statistics and the second was the design of 
a course on historical, social and cultural perspectives on healers and healing.   
  
Alison was deeply interested in assessing and measuring spiritual capital; a concept akin to that of 
economic capital applied to spirituality and religion. Grounded in economic and behavior theory, it 
focuses on empirical tests of the distinct contribution of spatial capital to economic, health and 
other outcomes of individuals and communities.  She wrote a grant proposal to the Metanexus 
Institute in 2005, which was not funded.  Alison reflected to Rabbi Epstein that it was “too scientific 
and “public healthy” and not informed enough by the spiritual side of things”.  She wanted to 
specifically identify the aspects of spirituality that are distinct and unique and see how they 
influence health outcomes.  Alison and Rabbi Epstein envisioned this as an area for their future 
work together at Drexel University, but this never came to pass due to Alison’s premature death. 
  
As Alison continued to explore how she wanted to focus her energies, she began to seriously 
address moral behavior in the business world.  She subsequently accepted a new job and moved to 
Drexel University’s School of Public Health in 2009. Drexel offered the opportunity to work in public 
health and also to teach in its LeBow College of Business about the merits of ethics and morality in 
business decisions. Numerous friends, family and colleagues commented that being at Drexel was 
one of the  happiest and most satisfying times of her life. The move to Drexel also allowed her to 
spend more time with her family. She doted on her father, who was now a widower, and she and 
Dave spent time boating and camping with her sister, Meredith, her brother-in-law, Bill, and her 
nephews, Cris and Carlos in Western Pennsylvania.   
  
Alison and Dave traded their bungalow in North Carolina for a mid-rise apartment in Philadelphia 
and loved exploring Philadelphia together, eating all kinds of food in the different markets, and 
checking out all the incredible history. Freedom and justice meant so much to her. Dave reported 
that Alison would tear up while visiting the Liberty Bell and the courthouse where our country was 
founded. She was a romantic who felt deeply for people less fortunate.  
  
While Alison worked very hard, she always made time to call it quits and read or go bike riding or 
boating or walking in botanical gardens. Unlike many academics and professionals, she knew when 
to stop working and recharge her energy and her spirit. She described her other passions, besides 
health economics, as whitewater kayaking and canoeing, river access, the Monocacy Canoe Club 
newsletter, which she edited starting in 2001, and writing for non-academic audiences.  She wrote 
quite a bit for whitewater readers and had pieces published in The Sun, in an anthology of women’s 
paddling stories, and other publications. 
  
In August of 2011, Alison’s family and closest friends scattered her ashes in the Youghiogheny River 
near Confluence, PA; the place she loved and where she got into a kayak for the first time and took 
her first lesson. It began as a rainy day, pouring until everyone arrived. As they walked down to the 
river, the rain stopped and the sun began to break through. They stood on the shore looking across 
the water where the mist hovered and glowed in the sunshine, spread some of her ashes and said 
goodbye.  
  
Her Research and Scholarly Writings  
  
Alison was precise, thorough, detailed, nuanced, persistent, practical, and comprehensive in her 
research and scholarly writings.  She addressed policy implications of timely public health issues and 
made significant contributions to the fields in which she developed expertise, which included 
domestic violence, alcohol, tobacco, economic evaluation and methodology, women’s health, 
inequalities and disparities, and the health care safety net. (She was not the kind of academic who 
focused on one area of specialty.) Her work represents some of the best methods in these fields. 
She was actively engaged in numerous areas that demonstrated her broad expertise and applied 
interests at the time of her death, at which she had articles pending about the following 
topics:  ethics and economics of health disparities with Bryan McCannon, model safety net 
programs at half the cost of Medicaid and of private insurance with Mark Hall, and price elasticity 
and the demand for alcohol with Tom Greenfield. 
  
She took on methodological issues as a challenge in each issue area in which she worked in.  She 
would apply rigorous, sound methodologies, justify them, and then give an overview of what 
methods existed in the field and critique the gaps and weaknesses in current methods.  Even after 
publishing one or more articles in a field, she often went back and revisited her previous work to 
ask new pivotal questions and apply new methods.  If there were gaps, or if she was unsatisfied, she 
persisted until she found what worked. For example, she applied three different methods of inquiry 
and analysis to her domestic violence research. The first two ultimately didn’t work, and she was 
unwilling to draw a conclusion until she could legitimately back it up.  So she went back and tried 
again; this time using propensity scores, which worked very successfully.  
  
For example, she was lead author on a 1999 publication using data from a Washington D.C. HMO, 
titled, Annual and lifetime prevalence of partner abuse in a sample of female HMO enrollees.  This 
study, which is widely cited in the literature, assessed the annual and lifetime prevalence of 
intimate partner violence among female enrollees in a Washington D.C. area HMO.  Seven years 
later, she published another article using this same data set entitled Long-term costs of intimate 
partner violence in a sample of female HMO enrollees.  This second article assessed the health costs 
of intimate partner violence. In it, she used a new method of econometrics, matching propensity 
scores, which she had applied to other projects on which she was working that year. It appears that 
she must have mastered this new technique and wanted to use it to answer new questions of other 
data sets. One can just imagine her thinking, “Hmmm… I wonder if this statistical model would solve 
some unanswered questions from that 1999 data?” 
  
This same pattern of inquiry and application can be seen in her work on analyzing the cost 
effectiveness of batterer programs. Alison served as the lead statistician on a seven year project 
(1994-2001) led by Dr. Edward Gondolf, Ed.D., MPH, Professor Emeritus of Sociology at IUP and 
Research Associate at the Mid-Atlantic  Addiction Research and Training Institute and funded by the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Gondolf is one of the leading scholars evaluating the 
effectiveness of batterer programs and is the author of many books on this subject. This seven-year 
study tracked 840 batterers and their female partners from four cities: Pittsburgh, Dallas, Houston, 
and Denver and resulted in a recent book entitled, The Future of Batterer Programs: Reassessing 
Evidence-Based Practice. In addition to being cited in the book, Alison analyzed the data set 
several times using different economic models, resulting in multiple publications.  When one 
modeling technique wasn’t conclusive, she noted it, learned from it, and consistently went back and 
tried a different technique. For example, the instrumental variables technique didn’t produce 
significant results.  So, Alison applied the propensity scores method and was successful illustrating 
her tenacity and determination to answer the research questions, to tease out the relationships, 
and to determine what the data really showed. 
  
Alison’s work in the area of alcohol and alcoholism was also novel.  In a phone conversation on 
December 8, 2012, her colleague Dr. Enoch Gordis, Former Director of NIH’s National Institute on 
Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, spoke to Rabbi Epstein about Alison’s work researching whether the 
alcohol beverage industry needs heavy drinking to survive and the effects of price elasticity on 
drinking behaviors.  He cited the challenging nature of this research due to the fact that much of the 
necessary data is held privately, beverage companies are in strong competition with one another 
and are not likely to share it, and the standard public available databases are not adequate to do 
the job. This is research that Alison and her colleagues were working on at the time of her death. 
Tom Greenfield, Director of the Alcohol Research Group that partnered with Alison and her team on 
this study, identified this research as “an ambitious NIH-funded study on alcohol quality issues and 
their policy implications.”  He   characterized Alison, who played a leading role as an “extraordinary 
scholar” who “left a legacy” and cited her as “a special colleague who you count on as a friend and 
feel comradeship” even though he didn’t know her well and had only met her once.  One report and 
another peer-reviewed article in the Journal of Health Economics (2012) have already been 
published about this study, and Alison was listed as secondary author even though she died two 
years prior. Dr. Gordis suggested that she would have been primary author on both had she not 
died prematurely.  
  
Another area in which Alison demonstrated her brilliance was in the issue of gender bias, on which 
she worked with her longtime colleague, Kevin Frick, an economist from Johns Hopkins 
University.  Together, they looked at gender bias in several “gold standard” economic evaluations 
and identified where these were flawed because they only factor in measurable contributions to 
the economy, and therefore overlook bias.  Alison asked how they could be held up as “gold 
standards” if women’s unpaid effort is dismissed and therefore not measured by standard 
economic calculations.  She and Frick assertively demonstrated the gap in the research literature, 
criticized the evaluation methods used, pointed out the policy problems and proposed how to 
address gender bias and do it right.  
  
Again, she was always pushing the envelope, always going back and rethinking how to make it 
meaningful and real, and always applying new analytical methods.   
 
  
Her “Maxine Udall: Girl Economist” Blog 
  
Alison was deeply motivated by social justice and helping people, particularly those who have few 
resources, to create a better life for themselves. She sought to fill a huge gap in her field: ethics and 
economics, which she saw wasn’t being discussed. She believed strongly that economics can and 
should embody compassion and be a way to create a moral, ethical, and better society and that this 
perspective was contrary to most economists.  She wanted no less than to change the dialogue by 
adding morality to economics and social justice to its parlance.  Her husband, Dave, recalls that she 
dreamed of being the Carl Sagan of economics – making economic precepts popular and helping 
people understand the basic concepts of economics within a larger milieu of ethics and social 
justice.  
So she started a blog. “Maxine Udall:  Girl Economist” was born and focused on values-based 
economics. 
Alison wrote on her blog: I started blogging a little over a year ago. Last night over dinner, a friend 
asked me why I do it. The answers I gave him were: I love to write, and I want to be part of the 
really exciting conversation about economics and economic thought that has been a byproduct of 
the financial sector's mismanagement of risk….I think I also started blogging because I grew up in a 
family business and have become increasingly appalled over the last 10 years or so by what seems 
to me to be a very limited view of the duties, obligations, and responsibilities of the business world. 
At another time on the blog, she wrote: “I got into this conversation because I felt I might be able to 
contribute clarity for those not trained in economics and a different perspective. It has been an 
exciting and stimulating conversation. I've thought and read more about macroeconomics than I 
ever did in grad school. I have developed a real fondness and respect for my readers and their very 
thoughtful comments and for my fellow economics, anthropology, sociology, and biology bloggers.”  
As Maxine, Alison could freely express her vision of how to infuse social justice into economic policy 
while remaining committed to markets and capitalism.  She applied her rigorous economic analysis 
to timely, important topics of the day.  Her position was clear and consistent throughout her posts: 
she was committed to capitalism and free markets but was deeply troubled by what she saw 
unfolding in unregulated greed-based markets.  She needed to rethink everything, including the 
importance of relationships in business transactions. (For examples of this theme in her blog, read 
posts 21st Century Regress and Plotting Public Policy Strategy Without Economics.) She wanted to 
bring attention to the importance of cultivating honest and ethical relationships as the source of 
wellbeing, as she wrote in another piece on ethics called The Economic Rewards of Virtue.   
It was not Maxine’s style to reduce her position to trite aphorisms, as is often the norm on forums 
such as Twitter or Facebook. She delved deeply, thoroughly tackling issues and arguments point-by-
point, sometimes in the form of essays, or briefer comments on current affairs.  She was prolific; 
writing between six and twenty blog posts per month. She commented:  “If you had told me 10 
years ago that I would become a critic of investment bankers and an advocate for labor, I would 
have said that you were crazy. I was weaned on horror stories about the New Deal, the WPA and 
CCC, wage and price controls, and the horror of unions. [ . . . ]” 
She succeeded in making her ideas accessible to her “Dear Readers,” as she called them 
affectionately.  Economists and non-economists alike followed her eagerly as she applied her 
expertise to complex issues in a palatable, reader-friendly manner.   The majority of her blog entries 
emphasized her commitment to the ethics in economics and policy, such as her most recent pieces, 
A Code of Ethics for Economists , What Price Microfinance, and  Tis The Season.  She addressed 
social inequality and health disparities from an economics perspective making social justice and the 
moral issues that economists must grapple with her foundational themes.  Alison was intent in her 
assertion that “large business may be too large to fail, but they are too large to be immoral, unjust 
and unpunished” (The Market for Morals, February 2010).  
Her blog topics ranged from health reform to economic and financial analyses to the role of ethics 
and econometrics. The following are examples of where she most often focused her blogging 
attention: 
• Social inequality and the role of health as an asset for all society as well as an asset that 
should benefit future generations 
• The financial crisis and the changing role and future identity of the field of economics in its 
aftermath  
• Equity, wealth creation and the role and failures of capitalism as an economic system 
• The necessity for health and education to be linked and seen as investments in economic 
infrastructure and jobs 
• The need for financial regulation and policies specifically that help small businesses 
• The role of “guvmint” (as she called it) and collectivism 
 
There were lots of similarities between her blog posts and her scholarly research.  Both were 
characterized by accountability, rigor and depth, but the blog was the place for Alison to truly be 
herself.  Many posts were playful, funny, sassy, drawing analogies between the world of economic 
analysis and Star Trek, such as her piece, Economic Science Fiction. Some posts used personal 
anecdotes from which Alison drew analogies to economic theory (Size Matters).  Each post provided 
a abundance of riches  for the reader to digest, including hyperlinks to a range of items from 
Wikipedia pages to humorous urban dictionary definitions to news articles, Youtube clips, editorials 
and blog posts by other leading scholars and economists. Alison even referenced some of her 
previous blog postings; developing themes across time.     
  
As Maxine, she fearlessly called out failed ideas and theories in her field as well as lauded theories 
put forth by her esteemed colleagues. Paul Krugman the Nobel Laureate in Economics was one of 
her most beloved along with Brad deLong, Rajiv Sethi, Amartya Sen, and Mark Thomas.  Alison was 
proud and excited when, on September 28, 2010, at 9:24 a.m., she posted a piece citing Paul 
Krugman.  He responded on his blog by citing her at 12:00 noon that same day.  A lengthy comment 
session ensued on his blog in which numerous people referenced her article.   
  
By any measure, Maxine Udall succeeded in identifying and starting to fill the huge gap of ethics in 
economics that Alison perceived in her field. She brought wisdom, humor, and intellectual rigor to 
the conversation. She was responsive to everyone who wrote to her and was successfully gathering 
together people with similar ideas who were communicating and informing each other. She was so 
excited about it that at times it was all she could talk about.  It was all just taking off when she died! 
  
When Alison died, her blog readers wrote: 
“It was always easy to see, in her graceful prose and thoughtfulness, clear thinking and a 
caring heart.”   – Bruce Wilder 
“She managed to make economic issues understandable to the lay person as well as bring a 
moral perspective to the issues of the day.  Her voice will be missed.” - Cynthia Gonsalves 
“The voice of Maxine is one the world needed a lot more of.  There are so few people who 
combine a deep appreciation of the power of commerce with moral indignation at its 
excesses. Taken in combination with her energy and deep academic knowledge, I think, she 
was regrettably, unique.  I looked forward to her thoughtful and wise posts more than 
anything in my feed reader.” - William Pietri 
  
“Alison was a huge influence on me. I looked up to her a great deal. Her voice and intellect--
humane, nuanced, above all, wise - were singular and irreplaceable.” – Umair 
  
Twenty-eight other blogs around the world cited her death; many adding their own comments.  
  
I have learned that Maxine Udall, Girl Economist, (born Alison Snow Jones) has passed away. 
She was one of my favorite people in the econ blogosphere because she combined very 
sharp economic acumen with deep thinking about the moral implications of economic 
policy.  Really, the best kind of economist. She was a contributor to TPM Cafe and was 
linked to by Paul Krugman on a number of occasions. I didn't know who she was, but I felt 
like I knew her.  She was smart and wise. She will be missed. – Mark Thoma, Dag Blog 
  
Alison Snow Jones (fine economist) 
The world of economics blogs lost a wise and original voice when Alison Snow Jones, better 
known to her audience as Maxine Udall (girl economist), died suddenly on Monday. Through 
her blog, Maxine (as I will always remember her) gave us a glimpse of a personality that was 
both deeply serious about the thorny issues confronting us as a society and wonderfully 
playful in the manner in which she addressed them. She managed to weave personal 
narratives into economic arguments without ever appearing to be self-absorbed. I never 
met her, but we exchanged occasional comments on posts and linked to each others' 
writing from time to time.  Sometimes one sees more at a distance than is visible at close 
range. She will be missed by many.  
- Rajiv Sethi:  Thoughts on Economics, Crime, Finance and Identity 
  
“Maxine Udall, “girl economist”, has been one of my favorite bloggers, a person who 
combines the power of economic thinking with a deep appreciation for moral and social 
concerns, all expressed in a very human, very charming, voice. Today we learn that her 
name in real life was Alison Snow Jones, and that she is with us no more. Wow. This is an 
awful loss. I don’t really know what to say. But Maxine Udall had plenty to say, so I’ll just 
excerpt (and many excerpts followed.)”  – Steve Waldman at Interfluidity Website 
GIRL ECONOMIST 
I'm pretty broken up about this: To all Maxine Udall Girl Economist readers. I keep one 
browser window with a set of tabs opened to a handful of websites I follow pretty closely: 
of late, I trimmed this list down to mine, TPM, War in Context, Krugman, and Udall. Anyhow, 
the news is that Udall -- a pseudonym, it turns out, for Alison Snow Jones -- has died, 
"suddenly" we're told. Her pieces tackle real world problems, but always with the 
methodological logic that makes economics the dismal science it aspires to be. This logic has 
its own inner beauty, and its ability to trivialize human concerns turns out to be part of its 
utility. Still, Udall never lost track of those concerns; she somehow managed to bring the 
logic back to real issues and problems, and she often brought back some new insight into 
them that I previously didn't have. That actually doesn't happen all that often -- we are all 
much more comfortable reading things that confirm what we already think we know -- and 
that's what landed her on my short list. As far as economists are concerned, I feel now 
almost exactly the way I felt when George P. Brockway died. I've read more than a hundred 
books on economics, but most of what I actually learned came from Brockway. I don't have 
enough perspective to measure Udall, but hardly anyone I've read in the last year has been 
more rewarding. - Tom Hull: On the Web 
RIP Alison Snow Jones, aka Maxine Udall 
Dr. Alison Snow Jones, who blogged under the pseudonym Maxine Udall, has suddenly 
passed away. Many of you will be familiar with her excellent, essay-length blog posts, which 
drew beautifully on her life experience and her professional knowledge. She also had an 
impressive career. Dr. Jones had a clear penchant for heterodox economics.  Dr. Jones, and 
especially her work as Maxine Udall, will be dearly missed in this space. Rest in peace, 
Maxine. – Nick Krafft 
  
Dr. Jones had some great thoughts and I would like to contribute to the effort toward 
keeping those thoughts alive in cyberspace and in the minds of others for as long as 
possible. – John T. Burke, The Center Lane  
  
There’s no doubt that Alison would have had a lot to say about the federal “fiscal cliff” debates of 
today’s news (January 1, 2013)!  In all likelihood, her blog would have been exploding with 
commentaries about the ongoing budget problems facing the United States. Her voice would 
undoubtedly have brought clarity and accuracy, as well as solid analysis about how best to move 
forward without getting bogged down in bipartisan blaming.  Alison had also been closely following 
Elizabeth Warren, whose consumer advocacy efforts in the wake of the 2008 recession and the 
ensuing financial sector bailout led to the formation of the Consumer Financial Protection 
Bureau.  Alison posted a lot of commentaries and links about Elizabeth Warren and most likely 
would have been thrilled by her 2012 election to the United States Senate and her subsequent 
appointment to the Senate Banking Committee. 
 
 
  
Her University Teaching 
  
Alison’s blog mirrored her scholarly work. As a university professor, she applied the evolution of 
ethical thought to economics.  During the Fall of 2010, she taught a course at the Drexel University 
School of Public Health entitled “Economics of Social Justice” which, she wrote in the course 
description, was designed to give students “an overview of the evolution of ethical thought within 
economics from Aristotle to the present with special attention paid to Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, 
Jeremy Bentham and other moral philosophers of the 18th and 19th centuries who laid much of the 
utilitarian framework which was to shape later economic theory and thought”.  In her blog and in 
the classroom, she cited leading economists over several centuries and discussed whether or not 
she agreed with them.  She had a particular fondness for Adam Smith (18th century) whose way of 
thinking and expressing himself moved her.  She described him as “eloquent, clear if not always 
concise, thoughtful and seems motivated in most things by a kind and generous heart.  He seems 
the perfect balance of justice, prudence, and beneficence as he examines both our evolution as 
moral beings and the evolution of the wealth of nations.” She went on to say, “The thing I like best 
about Smith is that he did not live in a world of randomized controlled trials, existence proofs, and 
simplified models. Smith was interested in causes, not associations…he finds evidence of a natural 
order wending to a better place for all of us.” (From “21st Century Regress”, June 10, 2010).  
  
Alison invited her graduate students to read and critique Maxine Udall; never letting on that she, 
herself, was Maxine and that they were challenging their own professor’s ideas and writing!   
  
Alison was dedicated to the wellbeing and learning of her students. Her Drexel doctoral advisee, 
Lindsay Lawer, who took Alison’s course on the “Economics of Social Justice”, recalls how well 
Alison mediated the class conversation, weaving in philosophies of Thomas Paine and other 
thinkers from the 17th and 18th century and exposing the students to the philosophical concepts 
behind the markets in a data-driven way. Lindsay also spoke about Alison as an unusually 
understanding, supportive, and encouraging doctoral adviser who recognized the demands of 
school, work and life balance.  She always asked if Lindsay was getting enough time outdoors, 
having time to check in with herself and re-center. Lindsay said of Alison “She was beyond cool. 
Nobody will do it like she did.”  
Alison’s husband, Dave, wrote after her death about her tremendous dedication and commitment 
to her students: “One thing that speaks volumes about Alison: she made home-made muffins from 
scratch for her Drexel students.  Without fail.   Every Sunday evening she’d make a large batch 
because, she said, she didn’t want their minds to falter during her lecture.  She’d also appropriate a 
large portion of any chocolate chip cookies I happened to make (which was fairly often) for the 
same purpose. I was always happy to sacrifice them.  And I heard the students loved it.  Who 
wouldn’t?”  
Her Personal and Creative Writings  
  
Alison is remembered as an uncommon woman who built a solid reputation as a first rate academic 
researcher, who made significant contributions to addressing public health problems in the “real 
world” (particularly as they affected people who are most vulnerable), who was a top notch boater, 
and who rose to speak out successfully in a very public forum to address the ethics of our country’s 
and our world’s most pressing and vexing economic problems. While she worked hard, achieving 
very notable and comprehensive accomplishments, she is also remembered deeply for her integrity, 
her compassion, following her inner voice, her spiritual courage, her commitment to combating 
injustice, her humor, and her all-round love of life.  With her death, we lost a colleague, a mentor, a 
teacher, a writer, a role model, and a friend.  
  
Alison spent much of her life writing poetry and prose and in later years, cartoon books.  The 
editors of this book had access to many of her personal, creative writings written during the last 
fifteen years of her life from 1996-2011.  During that time, she experienced major life changes:  she 
took a sabbatical to write and discern her life path and what was most important to her, she took 
up kayaking, she got married, she dealt with life-threatening cancer, she moved to Wake Forest 
University and then to Drexel University, and she dealt with the deaths of dear friends.  She was 
transformed by her own experience, and this was reflected in her creative writings.  
  
Perhaps none of Alison’s writings better capture Alison, her values and evolving philosophy of life 
than what she wrote in “The Cancer Waiting Room:  Two Years Later” after her cancer went into 
remission.  
  
“I suppose it is one of life’s not so little ironies that for some of us, it is in dying that we 
finally learn how to live and love.  Unfortunately, wandering in that shadowy country has 
not immunized me from petty annoyances, bad hair days, or pique my fellow man’s folly, 
ignorance or avarice.  But I come through these mundane moments and arrive at gratitude 
and tolerance much more quickly than I used to…....Maybe it is enough  just to figure out 
how to live fully, like I’m dying, even when I am not.” 
  
This statement powerfully expresses Alison’s deep and abiding investment in an ordinary and 
everyday spirituality and her commitment to bringing heaven down to earth. As she aged, she 
wrote about how it also became clear to her that she was becoming more open, more trusting and 
more willing to take risks.   
  
The following poem by Carlos Castenada, author of The Teachings of Don Juan, called “A Path With 
Heart” also held a special resonance for her.   
  
Before you embark on any path ask the question: 
Does this path have a heart? 
If the answer is no, you will know it, and then you must choose another path. 
  
The trouble is, nobody asks the question; and when a (wo)man finally realizes that (s)he has 
taken a path without a heart, the path is ready to kill him (her). 
Alison drew her own illustration to accompany this poem. It was part of a cartoon book in which 
she drew herself as a characteristic stick figure, walking down a path holding a heart ... the path 
with a heart.   The question “Does this path have a heart?” was a litmus test that guided her as she 
strove to make her work relevant in the world. She used the image of the heart when she wrote her 
cartoon book about taking on the Chicago school of economics and trying to bring heart to their 
way of seeing and relating to the world. It also provided the guidance and motivation to make sure 
she made time for life’s essential joys and pleasures.   
Alison believed in God, love, hope, faith, and prayer.  In “The Light in the Cathedral,” she wrote, “I 
live knowing that love, hope and faith prevail, one way or another.”  She believed that the love of 
family, friends and angelic strangers carries us through life and hard times. She considered prayers 
heard and prayers answered as true miracles. She also knew not to expect them all the time. God’s 
presence and a sense of being listened to by God and having her prayers answered offered her 
comfort and stimulated her awe and wonder.  She expressed that she felt lucky when she had her 
prayers answered  (such as surviving cancer and being able to stay here with her husband, father 
and family), and sometimes, she had no sense that her prayers were answered at all. This 
stimulated her feeling of impotence and anger at a God who stands by and allows humans to suffer 
and die young or in pain.  But, ultimately, she concluded that “God can take our anger and love us 
anyway ... so we have to give it to him.  He can hold us, and we need it.”   
  
Alison’s Cancer Cartoon Book described her experience being diagnosed and treated for lymphoma 
and almost dying from an allergic reaction to the monoclonal antibody that was used in conjunction 
with the chemotherapy.  She describes in the Introduction and Dedication of the Cancer Cartoon 
Book that after that, she actively started to seek humor and life.  The Hindu word for life force, 
“prana,” became her talisman.  Someone recommended that she try visualization, and she got 
bored and started to think about other things.  That’s when she decided to start drawing cartoons. 
They made her laugh and gave her perspective.  She said: 
  
“  ... They helped me recover some of my old self…the self we all feel like we lose the 
minute we learn we have a life threatening illness.  They made cancer a little smaller and a 
little less powerful because I could laugh at it, and about it, even while it might be killing 
me.”  
  
True to form, Alison’s poems and cartoons about having cancer addressed ethics, statistics, 
probability of survival, bargaining with God, her anger, and surviving cancer, respect and 
integrity.  She railed at the indignities of the health care system and diplomatically addressed the 
platitudes and well-intentioned, but doltish advice, from friends who shared platitudes like “Things 
happen for a reason.”  And ultimately, the most important things she found were the presence of 
those friends and family who stood with her, not knowing what to say, and who journeyed with her 
to the dark place of life and death and learning to forgive the ones who didn’t. 
The call of spirit and the search for a relationship with spirit drove what she was doing and knit 
together her professional and personal worlds.  She also experienced this essence in the natural 
world, which she experienced as sacred space.   Many of her poems and much of her prose express 
her joy at the “sheer sensuality of living,” which she enjoyed as boating on the water, sitting for 
hours along the river, seeing the blue sky, eating good food, hanging out with Dave and sharing the 
deep presence of beloved friends and family.  
  
Rivers were sacred places to Alison. She wrote about rivers as lived metaphors and often used 
analogies in her writings to kayaking and negotiating rivers with a partner.  She asserted that you 
could tell a lot about a person from seeing how they were on the river.  She smiled and said when 
she first met Dave, she knew who he was by seeing how he treated people on the river with his 
reassuring calmness, his quiet, his devotion and care.  He was a fluid, class IV open boater and 
whitewater instructor.  She wrote “He was one of the quiet ones that could have been a snob, but 
wasn’t.” Alison reported that her favorite times with him were “drifting down quiet rivers while he 
pointed out beaver trails and named birds and identified animal tracks.  It was what I saw on the 
river that made me want to spend the rest of my life with him.”  Their hours on the river in a 
tandem canoe were the most healing for Alison when she was healing from the ravages of 
chemotherapy.  
  
When her friend, Earl Hamby, died suddenly in 2006 at the take-out after a New Year’s paddle with 
Alison, Dave and their friends, Alison reflected deeply on life and death.  Her own words provide a 
fitting conclusion to this chapter. 
  
“It IS over too soon.  Savor the scenery that non-boaters never see.  Relish the friendships 
forged paddling quiet backwaters; sparkling streams; boulder-strewn creeks; and the rivers 
that flow through our lives.  Treasure each and every day like the unique and irreplaceable 
gem that it is.  Remember those who have gone before us, blazing paddle trails down rivers 
we cherish, painting gauges, writing guidebooks, developing safety protocols. 
  
We are interwoven here and now, past and present, the warp and weft of a community that 
looks out for each other and the rivers that we love.  It is over too soon, but what a great 
way to live while it lasts!” 
  
Coda 
  
In the days and weeks after Alison's death a large number of cards arrived at the apartment. 
I read each multiple times, needing to hear what others thought, remembered, a drowning 
man needing to grab the raft. I clutched at the words and was silently, tearfully grateful for 
each. One friend from our boating days wrote "We sure are lucky to have known a woman 
like Alison". I thought, at the time, that I didn't feel lucky. That's one way grief can change 
your perceptions. It folds your thoughts down into a tight unbendable package. 
  
I understand now what he meant. I am especially lucky because I got to live with her as her 
husband. I saw at close range her powerful intellect, her varied interests from the hard-core 
science of economics (yes, I saw her as a scientist) to the deeply personal and spiritual, to the 
pleasures of cooking, being outdoors, exploring the woods and rivers, talking with friends 
around a fire after a long day of kayaking. I watched her make charts and graphs and fill 
papers with the language of statistics and calculus. I saw her struggle with frustrations, 
wrangle over where she wanted her career to go, where she wanted to be, who she wanted 
to be. I loved that she never stopped moving, changing, growing. 
  
A scientist, an intellectual, yes. She could leave that behind and play. She could watch the 
Terminator series of movies ad nauseum, and the TV show “Buffy The Vampire Slayer”. She 
saw them as morality plays.  
  
We met through kayaking and canoeing whitewater and continued to do that throughout 
our life together, sharing our love of being outdoors and active. She was an athlete. She 
loved the play of light on the water, looking at animal tracks in the mud, fields of 
wildflowers, and feeling tired after a good day on the river. She wrote poetry, essays, and 
children's stories about riding horses. Often, to diffuse some marital confrontation she would 
sing love songs to me in Spanish. Then, it was impossible to stay angry at her. 
  
Lucky? We were lucky when she was alive. We are still lucky after she has died. I continue to 
pull out the stack of cards. They are proof that she mattered not only to me but to nearly 
everyone she met. She is still here. We may forget some things. The image of her face can 
grow indistinct. It becomes hard to recall the sound of her voice. But then a memory, long 
hidden, surfaces at an unexpected moment, and we are lucky, again, to have known a 
woman like Alison. 
  
David Pinney, January 20, 2013 
Husband of Alison Snow Jones  
 
